ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
Discussion Boards are at the heart of an asynchronous online learning or distance education environment and can have a great impact on the learning experience. Reonieri (2006) and Birch & Volkov (2007) From a motivational perspective, research findings help increase our understanding of student participation. Xie, Durrington, and Yen (2011) conducted a study that addressed the relationship between student intrinsic motivation and overall participation in online discussions
The results indicated there was no relationship between students' intrinsic motivation and their participation in online discussions at the initial stage of a class. However, the relationship between motivation and participation became stronger and significant as students progressed though the class. The research seems to indicate that students' motivation was related to their online participation, but the relationship needs time to be established.
looked at the nature of questions in relation to student motivation to participate and found that Birch and Volkov (2007) added that when students were able to learn about each other's' ideas and experiences and were able to apply theory to real world outcomes, they were more motivated to participate in discussions.
The literature review on factors relating to class size and student participation produced interesting findings.
Discussion board size and valued responses were studied by Reonieri (2006) . Reonieri found that the optimal online discussion size was 10-15 students. Fewer than that number resulted in students and faculty feeling that there were too few perspectives offered. More than 15 students caused students to feel overwhelmed. Still, given the choice, both faculty and students felt too few learners in online Discussion Boards was preferable to too many (over 15). 
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the definition of a small group was not reported in the study.
The Instructor's Role
Motivation, types of questions, and class size are all factors that affect student participation in Discussion Boards.
Grading and the use of rubrics to provide feedback was found in the literature review to be another important factor in students' motivation to participate in online discussions.
Grading discussions can "motivate students to greater participation…and increase sense of community" (Rovai, 2006, p. 79). Birch and Volkov (2007) data noted that students reported that specific requirements for participating in Discussion Boards helped them to stay on task in the course.
Using rubrics supports the andragogical perspective as it aids adult learners to identify critical elements of assignments by indicating their importance, which helps in early stages of problem-solving. Rubrics guide students in achieving the highest levels of success and performance when they are clear: learning objectives are identified, student expectations are provided, and criteria related to how performance will be assessed are included (Bolton, 2006) . While rubrics take time to create, they are instrumental in helping evaluate assignments and link the assignment to outcomes and objectives. Bolton (2006) reported positive aspects of using rubrics including: their use as a guide to performance, their use in identifying expectations and standards of given assignments, their use in identifying critical issues within an assignment, and their value in providing feedback on student work.
The most reported drawback to using rubrics from the students' perspectives was the potential "to limit student creativity in preparing assignments" as using them created a "restrictive environment with little room for interpretation" summarizing student comments at various points in the week, asking questions that promote reflection, making students accountable for their thinking, and responding immediately after receiving an email.
Discussion Board Question Creation
There has been little empirical research specific to the 
Phase 2
The research was conducted within the same online proprietary higher education provider serving in excess of 17,000 students used in Phase 1. The classes studied represented beginning, middle, and end of program requirements for the MBA program. The instructors who taught these courses were both full-time and adjunct. All students were required to take these classes to achieve degree completion.
Within the results of Phase 1, faculty feedback indicated that a relationship exists between class size and student participation in Discussion Boards, which aligns with the work of Reonieri (2006) who stated that the optimal class size is 10-15. Accordingly, Phase 2 of this study focused on the following hypotheses.
Hypothesis H1
There is a negative relationship between posts/students and class size.
The literature suggests that there is relationship between teacher presence and student participation in Discussion Boards ( . Accordingly, this hypothesis was added to the study parameters.
Previous research by Miller (2014) supports the notation that discussion questions based on higher levels of Bloom's Taxonomy elicit higher levels of critical thinking. The proposition is that this will lead to higher student participation in the discussions as well. Accordingly, this hypothesis was added to the study parameters.
Hypothesis H3
There is a positive relationship between the Level of Bloom's Taxonomy of the Discussion Board topic and the number of posts/student.
Based on the focus group data from Phase 1, it is further
proposed that participation will be greater when the discussion board grade had a bigger impact on the final grade for the course. Accordingly, this hypothesis was added to the study parameters.
Hypothesis H4
There is a positive relationship between the score on a Discussion Board and the number of posts/student.
As a class progresses, and the final grade becomes more determinant, students may be less inclined to participate in Discussion Boards. Accordingly, this hypothesis was added to the study parameters.
Hypothesis H5
There is a negative relationship between the unit number and the number of posts/student.
Instructor status, adjunct versus full time, may have an effect on student participation in Discussion Boards.
However, the expectation is that any effect would be insignificant. Accordingly, this hypothesis was added to the study parameters.
Hypothesis H6
There is a no relationship between instructor status and posts/student in Discussion Boards.
The data set consisted of a convenience sample as 
Phase 1
The focus group transcript and the literature review documents were analyzed for trends and themes using nVivo as a coding tool. The initial analysis results are chronicled below.
Purpose of Discussion Boards
The review of the focus group and the literature review data on the purpose of Discussion Boards showed strong areas of agreement on the following:
· Students and instructors felt that Discussion Boards were
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integral to the learning process in an online environment.
· Discussion Boards were viewed as a developmental process for students on both a personal and professional level. Specific examples included:
learning about other students' background and experiences, applying theory to real world outcomes, using logic to present an argument, gaining the expertise to present to upper management and defending their decisions.
· There were no significant data points of differences from either the focus group or literature review relevant to this analysis.
Overall Quality of Discussion Boards 1) Instructor Interaction a) Areas of Agreement In Literature Review and Focus
Group:
· It is the responsibility of faculty to shape the online discussion and create the culture to support it. suggested that when an instructor asks follow-up questions relating to subject mastery or class reading, the students do not respond as readily.
2) Class Size a) Areas of Agreement In Literature Review and Focus
· The literature review results focus on small class size, with 10-15 students per class being optimal (Reonieri, 2006) . Focus group results also identified class size as important and noted that current class sizes, oftentimes over the 15 student limit identified in literature review, can be a negative factor.
b) There were no significant data points of differences from either the focus group or literature review relevant to this analysis.
3) Creation of discussion board questions
a) There has been limited empirical research specific to the topic of effective Discussion Board (DB) questions.
Most of the published research investigates the quality of responses rather than the content of the questions.
There were some areas of agreement between focus group and literature review results: 
4) Grading a) Use of Rubrics

· Areas of Agreement In Literature Review and Focus
(1) Rubrics are seen as important to give students specific direction on discussion board requirements and help guide students to using proper discussion protocol. Rubric elements can include: frequency, quality, length, content detail and scholarly source support for work.
(2) Grade according to the rubric so students are clear on why the grade has been applied. 
Descriptive Statistics
A total of 38 courses, with a combined enrollment of 791 students, were included in this study. These 38 courses In 34 of the 38 courses, the total point value for the discussion across all units was 240 points. In the remaining four courses, the total value for the discussion questions was 300 points. These represent 24% and 30% of the students'
final course grade respectively. This may indicate that the students were motivated to earn those points, which supports the thoughts discussed in
Phase 2
The first hypothesis that there is a negative relationship between posts per student and class size was investigated using bivariate correlation. The correlation between posts per student and class size was not statistically significant (r = Table 2 shows the correlation matrix for all of the variables included in the six hypotheses. The hypotheses that were supported, that is, the correlations that were statistically significant, are highlighted in the table.
Additional Discussion
Stepwise regression to predict discussion board posts per student was conducted using the three variables shown to Table 3 presents the results of the stepwise regression procedure.
From the results presented in Table 3 3. Work with the training department to develop researchbased materials for instructors on how to effectively facilitate and engage students in online discussions.
4. Continue research related to class size and discussion quality as well as best practices for the creation of discussion questions.
5. Use a student focus group in order to vet discussion questions prior to launch in a classroom setting.
6. Encourage other researchers to continue research in this area using larger sample sizes as well as additional organizational members.
